Robert Alphonso Taft

(1889-1953)

Born in Cincinnati, Ohio, Robert Alphonso
Taft, the son of President William Howard

Taft, would one day become the leading

spokesman for conservative opinion in the
United States. Elected to the U.S. Senate in
1938, Taft opposed President Franklin D.
Roosevelt’s New Deal programs and efforts

to expand the federal government at the

expense of state and local jurisdictions. In

Congress, Taft chaired the Senate Labor

and Public Welfare Committee, where he

helped write the Labor-Management
Relations Act of 1947. Known as the
Taft-Hartley Act, it placed controls on

labor unions and prohibited “closed shops.”

As a member of the Foreign Relations
Committee, Taft spoke out on inter-
national issues, especially criticizing
President Harry S. Truman’s Korean
and Chinese policies. Identified as
“Mr. Republican,” Taft enjoyed wide
respect for his fairness, courage, and
integrity, despite his often controver-
sial positions.

Taft was an unsuccessful candi-
date for the Republican presidential
nomination in 1940, 1948, and
1952. During his brief service as
Senate majority leader in 1953, he

became a prominent advisor to Pres-

ident Dwight D. Eisenhower. lllness
forced Taft to relinquish active
Senate leadership in June of 1953,
and he died the following month.
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udolf Bernatschke completed this portrait of Robert Taft in
1953, the year of Taft’s death. Just three weeks before the
senator died, Bernatschke had the opportunity to show the

painting to Taft, who thought it “flattering.”! Taft made one

request of the artist, however: He asked that the color of

his hair at the temples be changed from white to gray.

The Austrian-born Bernatschke, who had immigrated to the United

States 18 years earlier, was noted by then for portraiture, landscapes,

and still lifes with vivid color and crisp delineation. Bernatschke painted

the Taft portrait as a personal tribute, proclaiming himself an “admirer

of Senator Taft and a believer in the principles for which he stood.”?

Senator Robert A. Taft was a respected

conservative leader during his 14 years
in the Senate.
(U.S. Senate Historical Office)
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In 1959 the artist presented
the painting to Senate
Republicans for display in
the Republican leader’s
suite of offices in the
Capitol. Senator Everett M.
Dirksen of Illinois, Repub-
lican leader at the time,
accepted the painting at a
bipartisan ceremony in the
Old Supreme Court (now
the Old Senate) Chamber,
declaring that he would be
honored to have this por-
trait of the “great leader”
hang in his office.> During
the ceremony, Senate Dem-
ocratic Leader Lyndon B.
Johnson also praised Taft
as a “brave and fearless
leader.”* The painting hung
in the Republican leader’s
suite until 1969.



Robert A. Taft
Rudolf Anton Bernatschke (born 1913)

QOil on canvas, 1953

29Y% x 24% inches (74.9 x 62.2 cm)

Signed and dated (lower right corner): Bernatschke 53
Gift of the artist, 1959
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RObert Alphonso Taft—contmued

ale University Art Professor Deane Keller was recom-
mended by Robert Taft’s brother Charles to paint the
senator’s portrait for one of the oval wall panels in the
Senate Reception Room of the Capitol. Keller, of
Hamden, Connecticut, was considered the “unofficial
artist” of Yale, Robert Taft’s alma mater. Altogether, Keller executed
more than 75 portraits of Yale faculty members. Apart from studying
three years in Rome and serving in World War II, Keller spent his entire
adult life at the university. In a career that included more than 800
commissions, he was said to have “captured the images of some of
the 20th century’s most prominent politicians and academicians.”

Taft and Wisconsin Senator Robert M. La Follette, Sr. (p. 242) were
selected by the Special Committee on the Senate Reception Room to be
among the five outstanding senators whose portraits would embellish the
long-vacant oval medallions in the room. The two 20th-
century senators, so honored after much debate during
the selection process, joined the easily agreed-upon
threesome of Henry Clay (p. 72), Daniel Webster
(p. 418), and John C. Calhoun (p. 54).

The Taft image was painted on canvas at the artist’s
studio in Connecticut and finished in the Capitol after
the canvas was positioned on the room’s east wall. In
addition to completing a second portrait of Robert Taft,
now at the Taft School in Watertown, Connecticut, Keller
executed paintings of Presidents Herbert Hoover and
William Howard Taft.

Connecticut artist Deane Keller, seen in this
1951 photograph, was both a student and
professor of drawing and painting at Yale
University.

(Yale University Library)

354 United States Senate




Robert A. Taft
Deane Keller (1901-1992)

Oil on canvas applied to wall, 1958

22% x 19% inches (oval) (57.5 x 49.5 cm)

Unsigned

Commissioned by the Senate Committee on Rules and Administration, 1958
Accepted by the Senate Committee on Rules and Administration, 1959
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